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FfeBROARY IS, 1916.

SIR J. FREDERICK BRIDGE, C.V.O.,

VICE-PRESIDENT,

IN THE CHAIR.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MONTEVERDE.

BY SIR C. HUBERT H. PARRY, C.V.O., Mus.D., ETC.,

PRESIDENT.

EVERYONE who has any idea at all of what the name of
Monteverde represents must see that a proposal to discuss him
fully in a single paper, even of abnormal length, would be
absurd. So I must assume that you already know enough about
him to make it safe for me to dispense with personal biographical
matters, except so far as they have bearing upon his work, and
confine myself to the salient facts which minister to the under-
standing of his peculiar importance in the development of
modern music. The attention of the musical world has been
concentrated on one side of his career only, one might almost
say on one single vocal piece of some dozen bars in length. Yet
he is referred to as the fountain-head of modem opera, as the
originator of modern orchestration, the prototype of the noble
band of artistic revolutionaries, the triumphant vindicator of the
right to break rules. And all the while people know nothing of
him but what they get at second hand. There is certainly not
one man in a million who has ever heard a single bar of his
compositions : so it is difficult to bring what is said about him to
a practical test; and this makes him a safe subject for that
familiar type of explorers who want to tell travellers' tales which
are unlikely to be found out He is indeed quite exceptionally
inaccessible. A great number of his compositions have been
lost, and a further large number exist only in rare part-books in
libraries in scattered parts of Europe ; and till such works are
scored from the part-books it is idle to pretend that anyone can
get any idea of them. And even when they are made accessible
in substance they are still inaccessible in spirit; for in order to
understand Monteverde's compositions one has to have a clear
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52 The Significance of Monteverde.

understanding of the kinds of music he did not write, and
capacity to see into the spirit of many crude and venturesome
experiments, and to free oneself entirely from the conventions of
mechanical theory. Indeed, to understand a man like Monteverde
one must be able to guess what he wanted to do even when he
did not succeed.

There are certain decisive things which have to be kept in
mind about him ; the first of which is that he was thirty-nine
years old before he had the opportunity to venture on the
experiments upon which his fame is founded. People generally
think of his ' Orfeo " and " Arianna " as products of his youth.
But in fact they were the outcome of a long career as a composer.
He was bora in May, 1567, at Cremona, and it was not till 1607
that his connection with the stage began ; and for nearly twenty
years of that interval he had been busy producing a large number
of compositions mainly in the form of Madrigals. And it is in
these almost inaccessible Madrigals that his musicianship and his
personality were developed.

At first, like many other men who have strongly-defined
individuality and impulse, he found it difficult to express himself
within the accepted limitations of the art of his time. The
reasons are more obvious than usual. The marvellous perfection
to which contrapuntal choral music had attained at the end of
the sixteenth century had been achieved by men who concen-
trated all their efforts upon the expression of devotional feeling.
They had aimed at combining voice parts, which had independent
beauty of motion, into a mass of essentially beautiful sound.
They aimed at the dignity and reserve of reverent ecstasy. And
their secular compositions on the same level of artistic elevation
were not in fact aggressively secular at all. Sometimes they were
merry and playful, but for the most part almost as serious as their
sacred compositions. Dramatic expression was not thought of.
It was almost excluded by the conditions of such a form as the
Madrigal; and that was the highest representative art-form
which professed secularity. But by the time Monteverde came
on the scene the impulses of men were driving them in the
direction of independent secular expression; and especially
of such as must be called, in default of finer gradations
of definition, dramatic expression. And Monteverde, intensely
representative of the foremost energies of his time, thirsted
irrepressibly for secular dramatic expression; to him music
seemed to have been developed to utter something human.
Under such circumstances the limitations of a reserved and
intimate form such as the Madrigal were rather uncongenial
to him. But it must not be supposed that he did not
master the methods of counterpoint which were essential to it.
In his earlier books of Madrigals he conformed to established
customs, and showed a very considerable insight into what could

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

] 
at

 0
0:

52
 1

2 
Ju

ne
 2

01
6 



The Significance of Monteverde. 53

be done within the limits of modal counterpoint But there
nearly always is a sense of restlessness as if the spirit were driving
him forwards without his being conscious of it The traits in
which he showed his tendencies were the use of disjunct
melodic phrases, and harmonic progressions which are more
decisive and definite than was usual in the Madrigal form,
expressing more vividly the meaning of the words; and the
search for new effects of discordance which gave more intensity
and scope to emotional expression.

There was one especial departure which he made quite early
from the accepted expediencies of counterpoint which at
first sight appears rather trifling, but becomes significant
because of the extraordinary extent to which he resorted to
it in every department of his work: and this consisted in
the free and copious use of repeated notes. It may have
struck Monteverde that it was a decisive departure from
contrapuntal traditions. The essence of counterpoint is motion,
and all students have always been and are taught to be
very sparing of note-repetition. From the ideal point of view of
polyphony, repeating notes is making music on the cheap. But
no rules exist which do not admit of exceptions. Stationary
chords and parts have significance in themselves, as even Josquin
and Palestrina had divined. Moreover, they serve as relief and
contrast to too-persistent motion ; and for various reasons they
were coming into recognition more and more in all directions,
especially among the composers from the northern countries,
about the time Monteverde came upon the scene. But it rested
with him to explore their possibilities exhaustively ; and to use
them in melodic passages, in recitative, in chord successions, and
even, strangest of all, in ornamental passages. It must not be
overlooked that the repetition of individual notes and chords led
inevitably to the acceptance of definite rhythm and the transition
to harmony in contradistinction to polyphony.

Another development of which he made elaborate use was a
free interpretation of the "musica ficta"—in more familiar
terms, of chromatic notes—and this led not only to enhanced
opportunities for expression, but also in the direction of the
modern classification of keys as distinguished from the old
system of modes.

It is interesting to watch the expansion of his mind in these
various directions in the sets of madrigals he published in
' S87. 1590. and 1592. The earlier madrigals look quite like the
orthodox madrigals of average polyphonic composers, though
some ingenious stroke which would be quite out of the range of
average minds often arrests attention, even extending to devices
which are based on the conventions of the modes. The pages
grow more thick with accidentals as time goes on, and passages
in which the voices are stationary become more clearly contrasted
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54 The Significance of Mont everde.

with such as are full of motion, and the average of that motion
tends away from the old habits of conjunct motion more and
more towards disjunct motion; and the said disjunct motion
becomes more and more extreme, till there seems to be no limit
to the intervals voices are expected to take.

The effect of unconsciously progressing towards his ideal
caused his actual skill and mastery of artistic resource to
grow marvellously. He always had a great gift for thinking
polyphonically; but now he rapidly surpassed his competitors of
the old school in their own specialty of independent part
writing, and this was to a great extent because he allowed himself
more scope in the character of melodic motion, which ministered
to his thematic materials becoming more and more definite and
decisive. And his skill in the use of thematic material also
developed rapidly, till whole madrigals are knit together into
consistency by the interlacing of musical phrases in a manner
which few masters of modern development could surpass.

So his work grew and expanded and became more and more
full of life till the Set published in 1603, which seems to be the
highest point he reached. Some of the madrigals in this set are
among the most interesting and wonderful things of the kind in
existence; full of amazingly strong progressions, startlingly
vivid in expression, brimming with life, and knit together into
logical continuity by the supreme skill with which he used his
characteristic subjects.

He was within an ace of transforming the madrigal into a new
type. The situation was parallel to that of Liszt and Schumann
in later times, when the former in his Sonata in B minor, and
the latter in his Sonata in Ftt minor, attempted to expand the
range of the Sonata form of art. The failure in both cases was
parallel; for in both the artistic organism proved to be too
delicately poised to stand the strain that was put on it In
Monteverde's case the introduction of instrumental accompani-
ments (which had been hovering on the doorstep for a long
time), and the e.mployment of solo voices, upset the poise of the
form. It was not capable of expanding and maintaining its
fascinations in a wider field. So it dwindled in interest, and
before long lost not only the vitality which Monteverde had
infused into it in 1603, but even the charm of the earlier and
simpler types. Monteverde himself provided the clue in such
an example as "T'amo mia vita " in the Set of 1605 (which is the
only madrigal of his which is fairly well known in these days).
It has an unmistakable dramatic intention, as it is a kind of
dialogue between a lover and his lady, the lady being represented
by the solitary high voice, and the lover by the group of male
voices ; and it has also a cembalo accompaniment, which in the
most widely-diffused modern edition has been omitted. In this
little work we find his repetition of notes becoming a vice; the
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The Significance of Monteverde. 55

magnificence of his earlier part-writing becoming mere cheap
harmonization; the progressions of harmony, which had been so
arresting in the fullest use of the resources of polyphony, seem to
be losing their significance; and the whole thing must be sadly
admitted to be gravitating in the direction of cheap effect and
even of triviality.

By the time he wrote these things he had been, since 1590, for
fifteen years in the service of a Gonzaga Duke of Mantua ; up
till 1603 as a player on the viol and a " singer to His Highness,"
and afterwards as his Maestro di Cappella. There can be no
doubt that the influence of this Court, where music was much
appreciated and cultivated, encouraged his remarkable develop-
ment in the range of the madrigal form. It is obvious that there
must have been some unusually capable singers at that Court;
for one of the misfortunes of the finest of these madrigals is that
they are almost impossible in modern conditions. The composer
expects his trebles to sing rapidly-repeated notes on high
G and A as comfortably as in their middle register, and the
tenors to execute the same feat and also not infrequently to sing
a bass part down to C in the bass stave, and the contraltos have
to sing down to E in the bass stave, if not lower. The voices in
those days, and earlier, must indeed have had some capacities
we have not the good fortune to meet with in later times,
for many interesting works of the 15 th and 16th centuries are
almost impossible through the compass of the voices required
so vastly exceeding the compass that is available. His treatment
of voices gravitates more and more in the direction of
characterization as distinguished from beauty. But there is also
a conspicuous trait which is very suggestive ; for a composer of
his intellectual force he was quite singularly partial to passages
in thirds in the upper parts. Now there are many reasons for
using passages in thirds; some of them valid from the highest
point of view and some not. It is too subtle an aesthetic
problem to be ventured on here, so it must suffice to admit that
Monteverde's reasons were the worst ones. The particular
fashion in which he uses them represents a popular trait, and
marks his impulse towards a wider and more undiscriminating
audience than that which took delight in madrigals. It is
necessary to remember that the madrigal was a form of art
intended for a select few of those who had obtained some
understanding of and feeling for the qualities of art which are
not merely superficial. They were intended to afford delight quite
as much to the performers as to those who listened—probably
more. The position towards which Monteverde was gravitating
was the providing of pleasure to the big audience of the theatre—
an audience no doubt far more intelligent and discerning than
would be met with in an opera-house nowadays ; but all the
same, not fastidious or cultured enough to enjoy the intimate
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56 The Significance of Monteverde.

beauties of the madrigal type. Monteverde's fondness for
passages in thirds is a sort of sign-post of the direction in which
he was tending. His development of the madrigal ceased when
he began to transfer it to an audience. When the sense of the
stage or the platform began to define the respective relations of
audience and performers a situation appeared which was
temporarily fatal to further development of a form which throve
only under limitations.

It was a curious piece of good fortune that when Monteverde
had arrived at the uttermost limit of the madrigal form he should
have had a new opportunity offered to him. It must have been
but a little time after he brought out his fifth book of madrigals
in 1605, which afforded so many proofs that the form was no
longer adequate for his aims, that he was invited to produce a
musical drama for the Carnival which was to take place in
Mantua in 1607: and he proceeded to put his dramatic
aspirations to the test by composing music for the same subject
as had been taken by Giacomo Peri for his musical drama which
had been performed in Florence with so much £clat in 1600.
Peri had called his work " Euridice," and Monteverde and his
librettist, Striggio, called theirs "Orfeo." And it is noteworthy
that they not only followed their forerunner in the subject but
also in the arrangement of many important factors in the scheme.
A very great many of the problems of musical drama had been
quite successfully grappled with by Peri and Cavalieri, and
Galilei, and Caccini, and Gagliano and other ardent spirits ; and
Peri's ' Euridice " afforded a complete model which Monteverde
made no pretence of ignoring. Peri's work was indeed admirable
as an unsophisticated scheme, and it is remarkable how this
scheme persisted through Monteverde and Cavalli into the
French opera as manipulated by Lulli. Peri, for instance, gives
definition to the need for a preliminary starting-point in the
provision of a Prologue, which was to be sung by the impersonator
of Tragedy. Monteverde in his turn wrote a Prologue which
was to be sung by the impersonator of Musica; only he
introduced a preliminary instrumental passage and called it
Toccata, and Cambert and Lulli in their turn expanded the
instrumental movements with which they preceded their absurdly
bombastic Prologues, and called them Overtures.

Even the structure of Monteverde's Prologue is the same as
Peri's, consisting of a lot of verses sung to the same music, with
the same "ritornellos" between them. Then Monteverde
proceeded as Peri had done with his drama, which was carried
on mainly in recitative and occasional passages of slightly more
formalized melodiousness, and the recitative is further inter-
spersed with passages of Chorus, and even a Balletto, and with
simple Sinfonias for instruments ; and the work concludes with a
dance as. Peri's work had done. So in matter of form he followed
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The Significance of Monteverde. 57

Peri without much alteration. But intrinsically the difference of
his aim produced very noteworthy changes. He took a course in
recitative which became more and more predominant as time
went on; and it is surprising to find that this practice of his
amounted to the same reiteration of notes which has been
referred to above as one of his characteristics. It will no
doubt be remembered that Debussy has adopted the same
device in his " Pelleas and Melisande." It simplifies matters a
good deal and has the effect of lessening the restless effect of the
constant movement of recitative. He also introduced a curious
little detail into these monotones; which was that be constantly
made the voice drop one degree of the scale on an unaccented
syllable near the enfi of a sentence. It seems a mere trifle, but
his doing it so frequently makes it quite a conspicuous feature.
Interest is added to it further by the fact that he did not invent
it, as it is found in Peri's " Euridice," and it did not stop with
him, as Heinrich Schiitz adopted the same device in the
recitatives of the Evangelist in his "Resurrection" and "Passions."
It is natural to suspect that the monotone recitation was
inspired by the practice of the Church. The drop does also
occur in Church music, but experts maintain that it was not a
recognised feature in the monotone of liturgical music.

Monteverde illustrated the usual course of evolution in his
treatment of detail. Peri's recitation had been almost formless,
but varied a little in intensity—that is, in passages of ordinary
conversation it was musically neutral, and in passages of deep
feeling, such as Orfeo's lament at the death of Euridice, it
becomes musically expressive. The tendency to definiteness
and differentiation is shown in Monteverde's gradual adoption of
more definite formality in the passages which embodied dramatic
feeling, and this went on throughout his career. There are
several illustrations in "Orfeo " showing the direction of gravitation ;
and the passage which still remains as the supreme instance of
the intensity of human feeling in his works is the only fragment
remaining of " Arianna," which he produced soon after " Orfeo,"
in the second-year of his operatic career, 1608. What happened
in the lost operas we can only cautiously guess. What we find in
the " Ritorno d'Ulisse " and the " Incoronazione di Poppea" is that
the salient dramatic points have developed into little separate
movements, often deftly formulated, which express with remarkable
vividness the character of an individual, such as Nero, or the
human feeling or special form of excitement which appertains to
a person or situation. There are gay and youthful songs for
Telemachus, solemn and dignified passages for Neptune, and gay
musical mockery for the Valet and the Maidservant, and so on.

The tendency of maturing experience is always towards
definiteness of organization; and Monteverde confirmed this to
the full. His earlier movements which stand out from the

S Vol. 42
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58 The Significance of Monteverde.

context are rather intrinsically than constructively definite—with
the decisive exception of the famous lament from " Arianna."

! There is a very striking example of this in the passage for Orfeo
I when be descends to the nether regions, which is one of the
• finest and most comprehensive things he produced. It stands
I out for noble passages of expressive declamation, and also on
] account of the remarkable ornamental passages with which it is
| interspersed—which are almost unique—and his use of them in

this place is so exceptional that it invites consideration.
' It is obvious that ornamental passages were coming into vogue

already in theatrical music. They are to be found in very quaint
shapes in the music of the famous " Balet de la Keine," given by
command of Henry III. of France at the wedding of the Prince
de Joyeuse in 1582. Both Caccini and Gagliano used them freely.
Monteverde's aim at first was to make his ornamental passages

'. characteristic of the prevailing sentiment. In the solo in
j "Orfeo" they are extremely elaborate, comprising dotted
i notes and syncopations, and rhythmic groups, and even again
! notes quickly reiterated. About the last there are differences
1 s of opinion. There are no doubt contemporary directions which
1 describe them as the indications of trills; and a curious

experience is that when some modern singers attempt them they
unconsciously give each note a send-off like a very close

• acciaccatura, which produces the effect of a sort of wobble.
That Monteverde intended the notes to be repeated seems to be
inferred from the fact that in one example he indicates a shake
on one of the reiterated notes, and also from the fact that

1 reiterating notes was one of his most familiar characteristics, and
j that in some of the instances reiteration is much more effective
I than a shake. The effect of them is certainly strange, as they
i have quite gone out of use in modern times ; but sometimes
j they seem very apt to the situation, as is the case in a very neat
I and characteristic close to the Valet's song when flirting with the
j Maidservant in " L'Incoronazione di Poppea." But for the most

part Monteverde toned down his ornamental passages as he grew
older, and adopted a merely florid and flowing style which is not
nearly so interesting as his early specimens.

It is noteworthy that the devices which arouse attention
in Monteverde's work because of their being such marked
departures from the traditions of the old choral music recur
very often—the device of reiteration most frequently of all.
But also there is a family likeness about his ways of taking vivid
discords, and his novel resolutions of suspensions, his extreme
use of strongly accented appoggiaturas and anticipations, and
pedal notes. Like his finest madrigals, they give the impression
that he was not only ardent for dramatic expression, but an
intellectualist of a high order. He hit upon a device which
widened the scope of human expression,—just as a man of genius
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The Significance of Monteverde. 59

would hit upon some device in an undeveloped machine,—and
then incorporated it into his system and went on building more
inventions on i t Yet, unlike so many superficial revolutionaries,
he retained the sense of what had been discovered or invented
by his predecessors. It becomes almost quaintly humorous in
connection with the Church modes. The attitude of mind generated
by them is most prominent in the madrigals, both in progressions
and closes; the latter of which are sometimes very lame and
ineffective in consequence. These influences, however, survive
even into the works of his age, such as the ' Incoronazione di
Poppea." And the effect is often felicitous, for the influence of
the modes saved the world for a time from the reiteration of
tonic and dominant which became so wearisome in the formal
procedure of later times. True it is that Monteverde was
unconsciously gravitating in that direction; but though the
baneful influence of the theatre on the intrinsic quality of bis
work is obvious as time goes on, He did not yet adopt the cheap
devices of the hack opera composer, but aimed, like Wagner later,
at the continuity of melodic movement

It is very important to have a clear and exact view of
Monteverde's position in relation to orchestration, as more
"travellers' tales" have been told about that department of his
work than about almost anything in music. The greater part of his
stage works have come down to us in the depressingly uninspiring
form of a voice-part and a bass. The whole of the interest
centres in the voice-part; and very often that amounts to next to
nothing. What the instruments did which accompanied the
voices is a mere matter of guess-work. There are hardly any
scored instrumental accompaniments to solos in the early part of
his career except in the big solos in " Orfeo" and in the
" Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda" of 1624. The one
movement which seems to claim recognition as an experiment in
orchestral effect is the famous Toccata at the beginning of
"Orfeo." But in order to understand the claims made for it,
it is essential to realise the special conditions under which the
work was written.

There were no recognised and established orchestras in those
days ; and there can be little doubt that for the band in the
performance of "Orfeo" in 1607 Monteverde had to take
whatever instruments were available in Mantua, just as Peri had
to do in Florence some years earlier. Anyone in the town who
had any reputation as a performer no doubt wanted to take part,
and he collected a marvellous and ungainly combination of
instruments. Among the performers there must have been some
efficient professionals, some of whom probably played on at least
two different instruments—though not at the same time. There
was no question of balance and proportion. The sum total of
sound would be wildly barbarous. The bowed stringed
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60 The Significance of Monteverde.

instruments were twelve viols, three gambas, two double-
basses, and two little violins. There were two harpsichords,
two lutes, two harps. The great mass of sound was provided by
five trombones, two cometti, one clarino, and three trumpets.
There were two little flutes, and two instruments called " organo
di legno." As far as can be made out he never uses them all at
once : and some of the instruments have no parts provided for
them, but only directions in the score where they are to play.
The Toccata is scored for several brass instruments and string
basses. It is remarkable as an undisguised attempt to solve the
special problem of a preparatory summons to attention before
the beginning of a stage piece. It indicates an extraordinary
vivacity of mind in Monteverde ; as if he had foreseen the
behaviour of an audience as they collect in theatres and the
bustle and irrepressible talk while they settle down ; and as if he
said, " I don't care a fig what they do. I'll let them know some-
thing is going to happen by making a barbarous noise which they
can listen to or not—but at all events I will make it difficult for
them to keep up their cackling I" The Toccata is a touch
of genius in that respect; and is indeed one of the most quaintly
barbarous pieces of music in existence. Trumpets, big and
little, bray out harsh passages, some with conjunct diatonic
motion, some in arpeggios, some with Monteverde's favourite
repeated notes ; while the lower instruments tug away persistently
at the tonic and fifth above on the strong accents of the bar. It
is much like a showman outside a booth asking the company
to come in and sit down. The showman is often very amusing,
and so is Monteverde. But to refer to it as a sort of anticipation
or counterpart of the introduction of Wagner's " Rheingold " is
absurdly misleading The only thing it has in common with that
romantic passage is its being all on one chord. It has no special
relevance to the drama which has to follow it, whereas the
introduction to " Rheingold " pourtrays the deeps of the Rhine ;
it is very short, and the introduction to " Rheingold" is long.
What is much more to the point is that it is a conspicuous
illustration of the device which Monteverde found out of giving
decisive character by making a movement almost all on one
chord ; which he employed also in the " Combattimento" and in
the " Ritorno d'Ulisse," and passed on to his foremost pupil,
Cavalli, who made use of it with much effect in the incantation
scene in " Medea."

Apart from these barbarous effects, the Toccata does not afford
any inferences at all with regard to Monteverde's being the
fountain-head of modern orchestration. The effects are of the
same order as those produced by town bands (mainly of wind
instruments) all over Europe long before Monteverde's time

But neither do the other instrumental movements afford much
that can lje called instrumentation in the modern sense. There
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The Significance of Monteverde. 61

are many Ritornellos and Symphonies, which are no more
than short passages of instrumental music which punctuate the
ends of verses or scenes. One peculiarity of these is that the
instruments play all through. There does not seem to be any
idea of variety either of mass or colour; and there are hardly any
traces of instrumental style. The musical material is almost
without significance, and has little or no relevance to the context
It seems as though Monteverde regarded them merely as elements
in the formal design, and purposely avoided making them significant
in order not to distract the mind from the more essential vocal
portions of the work. The sum total of impressions that the
majority of these movements produce is portentous heaviness,
crudity, and dullness. Monteverde • was not inspired by such
interstices in the dramas, and did not trouble himself to produce
anything which had either intrinsic interest, relevance, or character.
Consequently, with only rare exceptions—the most noteworthy
being in the " Combattimento"—there is nothing which
suggests Monteverde's having laid the foundations of modern
orchestration. The chief indicationsof his having any notion of
colour effects are in the directions which allocate special groups of
instruments to special scenes. The purpose seems to be mainly to
obtain variety between them. There is no pretence of allotting
special instruments or aspecial groups of instruments to special
characters. The Messenger who brings the news of Euridice's
death in the second Act of ' Orfeo " is accompanied by " organo di
legno " and chitarone; and Orfeo's lament is accompanied by the
same. In another place Orfeo is accompanied by harpsichord,
viol, and lute; in another by " organo di legno " and harpsichord
accompanying ornate passages by violins and harps as solos.
The arrangement of having special groups of instruments for
special scenes may have been partly dictated by the convenience
of the performers. And there does seem to have been some
vague idea of relevance of colour to situation; as for instance,
in the scene in which Orpheus descends into Hades, which is
aptly accompanied by trombones and cometti (which suggests
to minds of later generations the " Divinites du Styx " of Gluck).
The chorus of the Spirits of Hades is also aptly accompanied
by trombones and trumpets, and when Orpheus returns to the
familiar earth the brass instruments cease, and the accompaniment
of strings and lutes and "organo di legno" is resumed; which
undoubtedly would throw tbe colour used for the nether regions
into strong and effective relief. But the procedure does not
amount to much more than simple adaptation of crude resources
such as any child might have attempted, with a birthday party
of mouth-organs and tooth-combs and banjos and kitchen
furniture.

Monteverde's opportunities for experimenting in such quaint
effects almost ceased after the first phase in his operatic career,
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62 The Significance of Mont everde.

represented by "Orfeo" and "Arianna," for when public
attention began to gravitate in the direction of frequent
stage performances with music, and opportunities became
more frequent, the tendency to assimilate brought about
the regular acceptance of a string band, with a few accessories
such as trumpets and drums and hautboys for special
effects. The 'Ballo delle Ingrate," which was written in
1608, has only an accompaniment of strings, and so has the

Combattimento di Tancredi e Clorinda," which was written in
1624. This latter is indeed the most interesting and suggestive
of his works from the point of view of instrumental effect; but
it can hardly be called orchestration, owing to its being confined
to strings. Nevertheless the composer shows more decisive
intention than elsewhere to employ the instruments instrumentally,
and to make them minister to expression. There are plenty of
rushing passages and strongly rhythmic passages for the strings,
and also a great deal of his favourite device of rapidly-repeated
notes, which has been mistaken for tremolando.

In 1637 came about the first opening of a public theatre, the
San Cassiano in Venice, for performances of opera, and a regular
theatre band was established, There was no longer any need
for hunting round for lutes and flutes and harpsichords and
cornetti, for the serviceable group of stringed instruments was
always there, and composers had no incitement to experiment in
divers colours. Their attention was more and more directed to
the singers, and the orchestra receded more and more into the
perfunctory duty of being merely a support to the voices, and
refrained from interfering in a province where it was not welcome.
This establishment of a settled group of instruments evidently
influenced Monteverde. As it was mainly of one colour there
was little to invite experiments in what is now called orchestration
—that is, the use of varieties of tone qualities for purposes of
expression and effect. And in his two remaining latest works he
appears to have abandoned altogether the kind of experiments
which he made in " Orfeo." There does not appear to be
anything in either the "Ritomo d'Ulisse" or in the
" Incoronazione di Poppea" which has any justification for
being called orchestration. In fact, it must be regretfully
admitted that his treatment even of his violins is not nearly so
interesting or vivacious as in the " Combattimento." He
introduces Ritomelli and Sinfonias of similar instrumental
pointlessness to those in earlier works ; the instruments playing all
through them with hardly so much as a rest to give a little variety
to the fullness of tone. There is one very amusing movement
which occurs twice in the "Ritorno d'Ulisse," when the fight
between Ulysses and the Suitors is going on, which, as has before
been observed, is almost entirely on one chord, like the Toccata
in "Orfeo"; and it is almost as barbaric as that famous

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

] 
at

 0
0:

52
 1

2 
Ju

ne
 2

01
6 



The Significance of Monteverde. 63

movement There is nothing which can be called orchestral
effect in it; the strings merely hack out pugnacious figures.

In the " Incoronazione," his last opera, the treatment of the
strings is duller than in any other of his works. He seems to
have lost all interest in that department of composition, and
arrives at the position, which became the bane of his successors,
of regarding the vocal part of the opera as the all in all. So
when we look back on the story we find that the principal
evidences of his approximations to instrumental style are the
Toccatas and Ritornellos and accompaniments to Orfeo's
principal solos, and the " Combattimento," to which must be
added the accompaniments to an ecclesiastical solo on a large
scale called "Santa Maria, ora pro nobis." That his vivacious
mind did see possibilities of instrumental effect may be fully
admitted, mainly on the basis of the " Combattimento" and the
ecclesiastical solo, though in the latter there is nothing of dramatic
expression. But even his energies were not equal to developing
instrumental effect to much purpose. He only gives us an
inkling of what he might have done if his faith in the instrumental
opportunities of opera had been maintained to the end. It is
natural to suspect that he got no encouragement from his
audience in that respect; and his interest in orchestral effects
waned as he got more experienced, and he gave up expending
energy in a department where, through the limitation of public
taste, it was inevitably wasted.

It was mainly on the human voice that he relied, and relied
more and more as he grew older; and it is indeed wonderful what
variety and force of character he could produce with such limited
means as a mere solo voice and instrumental bass. The famous
"Lasciatemi morire" in his "Arianna" will probably always appear
the most intense of all his productions; but there are many vivid
things in the "Combattimento," and even in "L'Incoronazione,"
which show that at seventy he was still full of fire and enterprise.

It seems inevitable to refer to the well-known controversy about
the authenticity of the "Ritorno d'Ulisse." That work was
produced in 1641, and like so many of his works, was lost sight
of. Then, not many years ago, a work was discovered in the
Hof-Bibliothek in Vienna, which seemed to be the lost opera.
It was examined by experts, and they disagreed. But there are
many reasons for believing that it is Monteverde's. It has many
of his characteristic traits, including a very characteristic close
which he was evidently well pleased with, as it occurs in
"Lasciatemi morire," and also in a fragment of a lost opera which
Mr. Barclay Squire found among the Rossi Manuscripts at the
British Museum. Other things which weigh are the use of
reiterated notes in recitative, and the singular device of dropping
the voice a degree on an unaccented note and back again at the
end of a sentence. And also there is the significant passage on
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64 The Significance of Monteverde.

one chord in the fight between Ulysses and the Suitors above
referred to.

A word may be said here of his great propensity to realistic
suggestion. The subject and its meanings and methods have
been fully discussed elsewhere, and there is not time to go into
them here. It must suffice here to say that Monteverde's use of
it is similar to that of our Purcell and of John Sebastian Bach.
The device which arrests the attention most, which was also used
by those two composers, is the breaking up of a syllable with
rests between the notes in order to suggest human agitation very
vividly. This device is employed to excess in the amazing
love-scene between Nero and Poppea in the " Incoronazione,"
and, perhaps partly in mockery, in the flirting scene between
the Valet and the Maid in the same work. The most vivid
example is in the fine passages which represent the combat
between Tancred and Clorinda in the " Combattimento"; and in a
very different sense the device occurs in the ridiculous monologue
of the gluttonous Iro in the "Ritomo." It is also interesting
to observe that in that work he makes precisely the same use of
the realistic ejaculatory " Oh " as Purcell does. The gravitation
of his mind in his later works seems to have been in the direction
of definite characteristic melody. Though tune was not his
strong point, there are plenty of complete and tuneful movements
in both of his last works; and they are nearly always relevant in
character to the personages in the plays who sing them. And
this leads to his attitude towards definition of form. He
evidently felt the need of it more and more and showed it by the
devices he adopted to give coherence to separate movements.
He occasionally hit upon the scheme which is known as the
Aria form, but he did not develop it much. He was also
fond of Ground Basses, and uses them, for instance, in the final
duets between Ulysses and Penelope in the " Ritorno," and
between Nero and Poppea in the "incoronazione." The same
intention is discernible in the sequences which are so plentiful in
his Ritomellos and dances. And there are other features which
have the same implication but would be too technical to enter
into here. He had some sense of humour and sometimes
lightened the severity of his dramas with humorous movements,
such as the drunken Iro's monologue above referred to and the
flirting dialogue in the " Incoronazione."

Monteverde belonged to that strongly defined order of
composers who are not so much impelled by the mere delight
of music itself as by the opportunities it offers to interpret
vividly emotions, moods, human feelings, dramatic situations,
pathetic incidents, exhilarating joys. They are the musicians
who instinctively feel music's real sphere in the scheme of
things. They are never apt to give us tunes w.hich are delightful
in themselves; they do not supply us with inspiring examples of

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

] 
at

 0
0:

52
 1

2 
Ju

ne
 2

01
6 



The Significance of Monteverde. 65

absolute music: but they delve into human life and feeling,
and get their highest inspirations from their keen sympathy
with their fellow-creatures and their insight into them.

All Monteverde's conspicuous achievements are interpretative.
Left to himself, with no human circumstance to inspire him, he
merely made music against the grain. His Sinfonias and
Ritomellos and Ricercars are devoid of significance and charm.
He had hardly any instinct for dance movements. But he bad a
deep feeling for human situations; for the strong, big type of
emotional states. He was also, to judge from his finest Madrigals,
a man of keen intellect

He found music in a state which hardly admitted of strong
secular feeling; and his dramatic sense and intelligence sought
out means to expand art in that direction, and to find the
way to express dramatic essentials. And the result of his
ardent efforts makes him one of the most significant figures in
the story of Music

DISCUSSION.

T H E CHAIRMAN : At this late hour, even if I were competent
to do so, it would be impossible for me to criticise such a paper
as this. Criticism, however, is not necessary. We are very
fortunate and very thankful to have a President able to undertake
such spade-work. He recommends spade-work to us. Well,
many of us would be proud and willing to undertake -spade-
work ; but the point is, when you come across something new or
strange, to recognise its importance or to know what it means.
Not everyone can do that. I myself had seen lots of the things
to which our lecturer referred, but I did not exactly know their
significance. Perhaps all the more for this reason I appreciated
much that he said. One point appealed to me very much,—his
admission, in speaking of Peri and Monteverde, of what the one
owed to the other. In my Gresham Lectures I have dealt with
Peri, and have expressed my astonishment at what he did.
Though he never reached the pinnacle Monteverde attained, still
he showed the way. We see it in the Prologue to " Euridice,"
and once towards the end of the work there is a delightful song.
Peri was a great man, and I am sure that Monteverde owed
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66 The Significance of Monteverde.

much to him ; but of course it was Monteverde who carried on
his work. The influence, to which reference was made, of the
movement which took place in the Italy of that time, the
influence that Peri and Monfeverde had upon French Opera and
upon English Opera is, I think, quite apparent, and is indeed
most remarkable. The other day, in talking the subject over
with a friend, I ventured to suggest, in speaking of this work of
Peri, that possibly it had exercised influence upon our English
composers in a curious way: that it may have started
Henry Lawes along this line and so led to the dramatic music in
"Comus," and in later operatic efforts. Then there was that
well-known Englishman John Cooper, or Coperario (he lost his
English name in Italy). He was in that country at the time these
operas were being produced—a fact which probably explains why
in turn this movement exercised influence upon Henry Lawes.
Then this friend of mine remarked, " You are quite right about
that." I have just become interested in the correspondence of
Strozzi, one of those original people who essayed to find out
" Musical Declamation." And in this correspondence is
mentioned the first performance of ' ' Euridice " ; and of the
people referred to in that connection one, it seems, was the great
English composer, Coperario ! It certainly is a very curious
thing—the effect of repeated notes for the voice. The " O ! "
exclamation sounds odd when a singer does it in cold blood as it
were ; but if the singer is on the stage, dressed up in costume, it
sounds much more natural. At this late hour there is little or
no time for discussion; but allow me to thank Sir Hubert in
your name for the delightful paper he has given us. It is
splendid that, having the direction of a great Institution, he
yet finds time for such work. How he does it I don't know.
However, though I am envious, yet I am full of admiration.

The thanks of the meeting were conveyed by acclamation.
Sir HUBERT PARRY : I had quite forgotten that you would

like to know about the vexed question of spelling. It is now the
right thing to spell the name Monteverdi. As a matter of fact,
as Mr. Pulver has pointed out in his admirable papers in
The Strad, the baptismal register of our hero describes him
as the son of Gasparo Monteverdo. But on his compositions
his name is spelt Monteverde, and he signs his own name to
his letters as Monteverd*. The latter spelling has become
fashionable lately. But really there seems no reason why people
should not use whichever spelling they prefer.

T H E CHAIRMAN: We have already accorded our very best
thanks to our President for his lecture. We have also to thank
the performers, for as you know, that is not easy music to
interpret We have to thank the singers and also our admirable
pianist I need not say more about this, but will just tell you
one thing you do not know. He has been successful in a recent
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The Significance of Mont everde. 67

competition. I was one of the judges yesterday in awarding the
prizes of the Madrigal Society. I had to open the letters with
my fellow-judge. There were thirty competitors, and we had to
select the best to receive the two prizes. We had fixed upon
one, and then we had to fix upon the second. I may tell you
frankly that I did not want to give a second prize ; I thought
one was quite enough. Then I got hold of a particular Madrigal,
and immediately remarked that we must give this the second
prize—that it could not be passed over. So we awarded the
second prize for this particular Madrigal, and when we opened
the envelope—it was our friend's.

The illustrations to the Lecture were rendered by Miss Ettie
Fergusson, Mr. Saull, and Mr. H. Howells.
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